The Texts of the Convivium

WHERE ISLAM APPROACHES CHRISTIANITY 

The verses of the Koran were pronounced by Mohammed in particular moments of inspiration, which came to him all of a sudden, even when he least expected them. The Prophet was engaged in a conversation before a large audience, or maybe he was travelling on the back of his female camel; and all of a sudden he felt driven into a kind of trance by a mysterious, irresistible force. 

Often the series of verses gave an answer to problems, also personal and family ones, as well as political action, which Mohammed was harassed by. However, the situations were always new, therefore it could be that an answer overcame and abolished another given previously. 

The creativity, which is the wealth of Islam, has showed itself in this way, right from the very beginning: a religion which, when it doesn’t become too rigid in its particular juridical norms, proves to be open and a promoter of progress. 

Islam does not go through Christianity, it only understands it superficially. It goes around it. By developing Judaism without going through Christianity, it certainly does not surpass it. Nevertheless, as far as certain aspects are concerned, it approaches Christianity in some way. This is what happens, in a subsequent epoch after Mohammed’s death, with Sufism.

The Sufis propose the idea of a relationship of love between man and the Divinity: a love that aims at mystical union. For centuries, theologians-jurists of Koranic orthodoxy have reprehended this devotional motive: as far as they are concerned, God demands worship, obedience, careful observance of the precepts; whereas he would lower himself to human levels by establishing a relationship of love with man. 

The orthodox denounced that the Sufi, not content with making themselves “close” or near” to God, claimed to be united to Him. Then they saw certain duties, certain accomplishments with a sense of proportion. They gave the Koran a more symbolic rather than literal interpretation. They claimed to receive new revelations in the ecstasies. They introduced music and dance into the cult, until they reached states of fervour that were judged as excessive, inappropriate. 

With time, however, a moderate form of Sufism was formed, better qualified to be reconciled with the strictest and most exclusive tradition. In the mystic illumination, the Sufis no longer saw an escape from observance, but the recognition of a life dedicated to it. A Sufism conceived in this way does not bring a new Law, but a new, more mature way of understanding the Koranic Law in its deep spirit. Therefore, the literal interpretation and the allegorical interpretation are judged compatible.

In the Sufi confraternities, the new practices did not have to substitute, and therefore, abolish, the five daily prayers of the old observance. Rather they were to be considered further devotions: night vigils and prayers, frequent fasting and dhikr. The latter consists of collective reciting of litanies inspired by the Koran, or ejaculations, like the repetitions of one of the names of God. Such expressions are tuned to the cadence of breathing and are accompanied by rhythmical movements of the body. All is aimed at bringing on ecstasy. 

Closely connected to Sufism is the phenomenon of saintliness in the Islamic countries. It began to flourish later on compared to the epoch of Mohammed, who is not considered a saint but a prophet and a model man. In his original conception connected to the Koran, the believer is bound, as previously mentioned, to the observance of the divine Law, nothing more. The saintliness is born from an inner need of the soul which is not content with complying with a rigid etiquette, but perceives an irresistible transport to the mystical union, to the continual colloquy of love and prayers of praise, to the ascesis, to total oblation. 

The Islamic saint takes shape in this piety that is out of the norms of the most ancient tradition: a type of devotee that is very similar to the Christian saint. And here we have the wali, the “friend of God”, His “neighbour”, His “protégé”.

The absolute abandon of the awliya (plural of wali) opens each one’s heart of hearts to the irruption of the divine grace, so that his person is enriched with numinous power (bàraka). This kind of “blessing” acts with great transforming efficaciousness, provoking healings, protecting from hostile forces of evil, giving security, assurance, lavishing well-being and prosperity. 

The bàraka is transmitted through contagion to he who comes close to the saint, or by touching his clothes or utensils he used when alive, or by visiting his tomb. The devotee perceives the beneficial power as if it were incorporated in the object. Here we have something that is similar to the Christian cult of relics. 

That the psychic energy of its possessor, something of his personality, is present in an object is a fact amply proven by psychic research. Apart from anything else, it is proven by parapsychological experiences carried out by myself. 

All these experiences also give us confirmation of the fact that a subject can identify himself with another to intervene through a moulding action for his benefit (as thaumaturges, healers, spirit healers, prano therapeutist do), but also to his detriment (as worshippers of black magic do with their spells; or also prophets with their “curses”, acting as expressive vessels of a presumed “divine wrath”).

Another phenomenon that takes place on the same level but in the opposite direction, is the one according to which the thaumaturge, the spirit healer, the saint, perceives the evil in his own heart of hearts which the subject who needs to be cured and helped, suffers from.

It is as if this evil is transferred, from he who is afflicted to he who has to perform the healing. It seems that this person has to exert a remodelling work on this evil that has seized him, to then re-transfer the product to the beneficiary, so that he can be healed. 

At this point, I would like to mention a few miracles, or prodigious acts, performed by Christian saints. They are of an extremely particular nature and lend themselves to a comparison with analogous acts attributed to Muslim saints. 

Here is a series of prodigies performed, in the name of God, by charismatic characters of Catholicism. I have taken them from a book by Father François Brune, titled Christ and Karma (Editions Dangles, St-Jean-de-Braye, France): a book which I have written a review of and commented in a Text of the Convivium of our internet site which goes by the title of “Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi...”: what does it mean?

I propose, then, to compare these “miracles” with others that have flourished in the Muslim environment. And here I will quote from a book by ‘Abd al-Wahhab ibn Ahmed ash-Sha’rani, who lived in our sixteenth century. The title of the book is The fecund winds of the Lights, about the Categories of excellent Men, commonly abbreviated in The highest Categories, at-Tabaqat al-kubrà. Translated into Italian and commented on by Virginia Vacca, it has been published by TEA with the title Vite e detti di santi musulmani (Lives and sayings of Muslim saints).
François Brune mentions Teresa Neumann, who took the temptations of someone else upon herself, for example the tendency to the vice of an alcoholic, to help him triumph over his own weakness. 

One day Teresa took on the rheumatic pains of her parish priest upon herself, and he was immediately freed of them. 

A sick woman afflicted with hydropsy was on the verge of dying, and was able to pass away in peace thanks to the fact that Teresa suffered all her pain, even showing all the symptoms. 

A young boy had got close to a beehive and was totally covered with bee stings. Teresa started to pray. Then she immediately began to swell up in great pain, while the young lad was freed of all his suffering.

Anna Caterina Emmerich took on the diseases, illness and pains of others in this way, to the point in which she repeated their expressions and gestures. She not only took on the physical pain of others, but also their spiritual trials. She relived their moods and even their guilty tendencies. 

In similar circumstances, Angela of Foligno felt old temptations, which had by now been overcome by her conversion, come back to her; not only, but she also felt new temptations, ignored up until that moment, or rather, completely foreign to her temperament.

Here is a testimony of the stigmatised English woman Theresa Elena Higginson: “…The demon appeared to me with a number of other devils and tempted me, I believe, exactly as he had tempted those poor souls whose sins I had taken upon myself. The temptations were, I do believe, of all possible types: temptations against charity, temptations of jealousy, envy, even hate, also temptations against holy chastity, against faith and hope”.

In her own turn, Sister Faustina Kowalska mentions: “One day, I had taken a terrible temptation upon myself, which used to torment one of our boarders [misled girls, or girls in danger] of Warsaw. It was the temptation of suicide. I suffered from it for seven days. At the end of those seven days, the Lord Jesus granted her mercy, and I immediately ceased to suffer. It was a great sufferance. I often take the torments of our boarders upon myself. The Lord permits it, and also my confessors”.

Once again, Sister Faustina confesses how she perceived the souls’ needs and how she helped them with her charismata: “This evening, all of a sudden I realised that a soul needed my prayer. I prayed with fervour, but I felt that it was still not enough. So I continued to pray. 

“The following morning, I learned that, in the precise moment in which I had been informed, someone had entered the throes of death and this had lasted until morning. I understood how this soul had had to struggle. 

“Here is how the Lord Jesus informs me: I clearly and distinctly feel that a soul asks me to pray for it. I did not know that communications with souls were so intimate! In certain cases it is the angel who informs me…”
These are all examples and variations on the theme of Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi… which the Christian turns to in the famous recurrent invocation. The Lamb of God is Christ, who, more than “taking away” the sins of the world (a translation which, in my opinion, is not entirely suitable) he wears them, he takes them upon himself, he makes himself responsible for them. It is a commitment which, together with Christ, every Christian who really wants to follow him, takes upon himself. 

We can now compare these charismatic actions of the previously mentioned Catholic saints, with rather similar manifestations attributed to Muslim saints. 

The Italian editor of the Tabaqat, Virginia Vacca, points out that in the second century of the Islamic era, or maybe even before, a doctrine took shape which affirmed the reality, although invisible, and beneficial charismatic action of a fixed number of saints who were still living on this earth. Their virtues form a bulwark against the action of evil. Mankind would perish without them. 

They rather remind one of the idea of the ten righteous who, if they had been there, they would have saved Sodom and Gomorrah from destruction (Gen 18, 23-32).

These saints have the power, and therefore the duty, to take other people’s evil, misfortune upon themselves. In a certain way, they rather act as scapegoats. They feel the impending calamity, they take on illness, disease and suffering which afflict other people, they donate them years of their own lives. 

The saint exerts authority over humans, not only, but over animals and over the entire nature. 

At the head of this hierarchy there is a man of supreme saintliness called the Pole. In this way, Shams ed-Din Mohammed ibn al-Hasan al-Hànafi, in proclaiming himself the universal Pole of his own time, he defines himself in this singular mission: “I swear for God that the dignity of the Pole passed to us when we were adolescents. We did not search for it, God conferred it on us. The Pole, when assumed on this degree, supports all the troubles and pains of the whole world, like the most powerful sovereign, or rather, even more than the sovereigns”.

If I am not mistaken, here there is something which very closely resembles the role and commitment that the Agnus Dei, with all his disciples that follow him, takes on for the salvation of the world. 

A disciple of Ahmed ibn Abi al-Husein ar-’Rifai said to him: “Lord, you are the Pole”. His master answered him: “Absolutely not”. “Well, then you are the Saviour”, insisted the young man (The Saviour is another name of the Pole). “Absolutely not”. The spiritual superiority of Ahmed set him above any hierarchy of saintliness.

His servant Ya’kub attests: “When Sidi Ahmed contracted his last illness, I said to him: ‘This time the bride [death] will show herself to you without her veil’. He answered: ‘Yes’. I asked him why [he was certain of it] and he explained: ‘Things have happened that I have redeemed with my life. An immense calamity hung over humanity and I took it upon myself and I wore it, buying it with what was left of my life; the exchange has been concluded’.

“Saying thus, he cried and dragged his face and white hair in the dust. ‘Indulgence, indulgence! - he shouted. - My God, make of me a shelter against the calamity of these creatures!’ ”
Therefore - narrate the Tabaqat - the city of Cairo is saved from an imminent disaster thanks to Ali al-Kawwas al-Bàrlasi, who offers his own life in exchange: “One night the sheikh Ibn ‘Annan saw an enormous calamity impending over Cairo, and immediately warned the sheikh ‘Ali, who exclaimed: ‘God has given him bad news, but the bàrakah will intervene’. And so Gianbulat al Mù’tamir, censor of Cairo, arrives: he wrenched the sheikh ‘Ali away from his workshop, he had him beaten with canes, he had a ring stuck through his nose, his hands tied behind his back and taken around Cairo and Bulacco.

“In the meantime the sheikh Ibn ‘Annan, who had just finished his midday prayers, felt that the calamity had been cancelled and cried: ‘Run, go and see what has happened to the sheikh ‘Ali!’. They went and found him in that state and brought the news back to Ibn ‘Annan, who exclaimed: ‘May God be praised who has given this nation [Muslim] he who wears its calamities and tribulations!’. And he fell down prostrate in prayer”.

Ali al-Kawwas al-Bàrlasi “said that it was his concern to serve the Nile [also with cleaning works] and beseech God for the rise and fall of its waters and the good outcome of sowing. The saints of his time acknowledged him this role”.
In an epoch of some centuries earlier, Othman ibn Murzuq al-Qùrashi also considered himself the chosen guardian of the Nile: “One year the flood of the Nile was enormous; it very nearly flooded the whole of Egypt; so he came to the banks of the Nile and performed his ablution in its waters. The water immediately dropped by two cubits, subsiding from the lands that were left uncovered; the people began to sow the following day.

“On the contrary, another year the waters of the Nile did not rise at all; the sowing season was almost over, the prices of victuals increased and the people, afraid of perishing, came to implore the sheikh. He went to the banks and performed his ablutions, drawing water from the river with a pot that his servant had brought. That day the waters of the Nile began to rise until they reached normal levels, and due to the sheikh God, widened its benefits. That year the people sowed prosperously”. 
As far as al-Hànafi is concerned, who we have already mentioned, one recalls that “when the community sat down to eat and somebody noticed that certain brothers were missing, the sheikh ate a few mouthfuls for them, which passed into their stomachs wherever they were. They confirmed this on their return”.

In this way, al-Hànafi saved a man who was about to be killed: “One day the sheikh was performing his ablution, when he was seized by rapture, he took one of his wooden clogs and threw it. He found himself in his cell, which was without windows. The clog flew through the air and disappeared. He said to his servant: ‘Take the other clog and keep it until its brother comes back’.

“After a certain time had gone by, a man who had arrived from Syria brought it back to him with many presents, and he said to him: “May God reward you for the good you have done me! A bandit had sat on my chest with the intention of cutting my throat. I exclaimed in my heart: “Oh Sidi Mohammed, oh Hànafi!” and this clog hit him in the chest, I rolled him over unconscious. In this way God saved me thanks to your bàrakah”.

The book of Sha’rani presents, then, a case which really puzzles one, like every tale about vendetta and divine punishment in the usual archaic tradition terms, which should by now sound obsolete to our sensitiveness. One day, Mohammed ibn Ahmed al-Fàrghali sent “a man charged with recommending an emir a certain fellàh. The emir answered him badly. On hearing the answer, the sheikh began to scrape the ground with his fingers, as if he were digging. Later on, one came to learn that the Sultan had flew into a rage with that emir and had his house demolished. Later on he had him beheaded. They asked the sheikh: ‘Why did you do this?’ He answered: ‘I do not know. God inspired me to do it’ ”.

That bàrakah is nevertheless in action, that divine “blessing”, which, lavished onto the saint, is transmitted onto things, in the place where he lives, to the same people who approach him in that devoted attitude which makes them receptive. 

When Shams ed-Din ad-Dimyati “walked through the streets of Cairo, the people thronged to see him; and he who did not manage to touch his clothes, tried to brush against him from afar with his own flapping cloak, which he then rubbed against his face”.

“Everybody left humble and contrite” from this saint’s sermons.

The bàrakah is a charismata which fascinates and sways people. When Ali al-Mahalli “left home to go to pray, and met somebody who had no intention of going, this person felt forced to follow him and go to pray, such was the veneration he inspired”.
Mohammed ash-Shinnawi “exerted his educative action especially with his look: he looked at a street bandit who passed by him, and this man immediately followed him, finding it impossible not to do so”. One saw “a group of those thieves become the most devoted of his community”.

Of the saintly woman Sha’wanah her servant related that: “Since I have known Sha’vanah, thanks to her bàrakah, I have no longer felt any more inclination for the life of the world, and I have no longer judged any Muslim a worthless person”.

As far as the sheikh al-Islam Zakariya al-Ansari is concerned, the author of the book remembers: “In his company it seemed to me as if I were with the kings of the earth and with the pious men who know God”.
Abdallah ibn al-Mubarak used to say: “The sovereign of the ascesis is more powerful than the sovereign of subjects, because he only gathers men using the stick, whereas the ascetic shirks men and they run after him”.
As already previously mentioned, the man of God exerts loving control over animals. 

One day Abu Madyan Shu’aib al-Husein al-Maghrabi stayed at home for a whole year; he only went out on Fridays for the public prayer. One day, many people crowded around outside his front door, inviting him to give them a speech. Forced by their insistence, he went out; and some sparrows, who were perched up in a lotus tree in the garden of his house, flew away as soon as they saw him. So Abu Madyan said: ‘If I were able to preach well, then these birds would not fly away from me’. He therefore went back inside and stayed there for another year. The people came back a year later and invited him to come out, he came out and this time the sparrows did not fly away. He began to preach, and the little birds, who were perched around him, flapped their wings and squawked; many of them died and even one of the listeners died [of sacred emotion]”.

One day, Abu al-Khair al-Aqta’ at-Tinati received a visit from some Sufis of Baghdad, who “spoke to him of their mystical states, in which they became spokesmen of God. Their talk irritated him so much that he walked away from them. The lion turned up, and went into the house”. Judging from how the author speaks of him it seems that the lion was a frequent visitor. “…They hugged one another in silence, pale and terrified.

“Abu al-Khair came back and said: ‘Brothers, what has happened to all the things you boasted of?’ Then he shouted to the lion: ‘Did I not tell you to leave my guests alone?’ The lion retreated and the saint said to his visitors: ‘You do so much for outward appearances and yet you are afraid of the lion, we deal with inner things and the lion is afraid of us’ ”.

Another lion must have indeed felt enormous subjection, of which it remained a prisoner for the rest of his life. It is Abu Madyan Shu’aib, who we have just met, who tamed a lion forever, entrusting it to another person: “God had made animals subject to him. One day he passed by a donkey, who had been half eaten by a lion. Its owner was watching from afar, not daring to go near. The sheikh called out to this man: ‘Come here!’ He accompanied him to the lion and said to him: ‘Take the lion by the ear and make use of it in place of your donkey’. The man took it by the ear, he mounted on his back and for years made it work like a donkey, until it died”.

In the beginning of his devoted life Abu Ta’ai al-Màgrabi spent fifteen years in the desert, where he survived by eating only tree berries: “The lions sought refuge with him and the birds flew around him. When he said to the lions ‘Go away!’ they took their cubs and went away”.

Abu Madian Shu’aib attests that one day he visited Abu Ta’ai in the desert: “He was surrounded by lions and wild animals and birds, they sought advice from him regarding their cases. It was the period of famine and he said to one animal: ‘Go to such a place, there is food there for you’. And he said the same to the birds, and they all obeyed him. He said to me: ‘Oh Shu’aib, these wild beasts and these birds love my company and suffer hunger just to stay with me’”. 

Ahmed ibn Abi al-Husein ar-Rifa’i treated even insects extremely delicately: “If a mosquito landed on his head he would not make it fly away and would not allow anyone to swat it, saying: ‘Let it drink this blood that God has assigned it!’ When he walked in the sun and a cricket landed on his clothes in the shaded part, he stopped and waited for it to leave, explaining: ‘He had come to us to seek a little shade’ ”.

We can also find quite a large number of examples of loving control exerted by saints over the environment, nature and animals, throughout the history of Christianity. In order to limit ourselves to the powers that saintly people exert on the elements, we can remember some cases collected in a book by Vittorino Vezzani, titled Mistica e metapsichica (Mystics and metaphysics, S.E.I., Turin 1958)
Two miracles are referred to St. Gregory of Nissa. A rushing stream, swollen by the rain, had flooded its embankments, but, entreated by the inhabitants, the saint arrived on the scene, he prayed with great fervour and then stuck his stick in the mud, ordering the waters to stop there. The waters subsided and the stick rooted and shortly became a great tree which reinforced the bank. 

Two brothers were fighting over a pond threatening to take up arms. St. Gregory came to the banks and prayed there for a whole night. In the morning the pond had dried up leaving an uncultivated patch of land which the two brothers divided between themselves in a friendly way. 
St. Francis Xavier, a Jesuit missionary in Asia, had embarked on a Portuguese vessel headed for Cocincina. While they were crossing the straits of Ceylon, a terrible storm broke out. However, the Jesuit saint’s fervent prayers calmed the wind, thus preventing the vessel from running aground on the banks that surrounded the island.

St. Scolastica deserves a particular mention, who, on the contrary, on receiving a visit in her own hermitage by her brother St. Benedict of Norcia, caused a violent storm to break out with her prayers. She did it because she wanted her brother who had come to visit to stay longer with her and talk about spiritual things; and she obtained this, by making it impossible for him to return to his own monastery, as the rule would have wanted. 

Regarding the relations of many Christian saints with animals, one can remember, apart from the episode of the wolf of Gubbio, St. Francis of Assisi’s sermons to the birds and those of St. Anthony of Padua to the fish.

Since I would like to offer a very significant synthesis on the subject, I can quote a passage word for word from the previously mentioned book: “St. James of Tarantasia attaches a bear to the yoke in place of the ox it devoured. St. Humbert, founder of the monastery of Maroilles, loads a bear with the bundle carried by the horse which the bear has devoured. St. Macarius of Alexandria restores sight to a small hyena cub, whose mother, the following day, comes to offer him a sheepskin and then, bowing its head, promises never to touch the sheep of the poor again. St. Luis Bertrand, rather than threatened, is protected by tigers. A female doe feeds in its solitude the hermit St. Ivan. A wild roe buck, who - sent as a gift to the Carmelites of Lyons - breaks lose and frightens all the monastery, it becomes as meek as a lamb in the presence of St. Maria Maddalena de’ Pazzi. 

“Ribadeneira relates that St. Martin of Porres, who was famous for the attraction he exerted over animals, after the sacristan had complained that the mice had gnawed the church ornaments, called them all together in a basket placed in the sacristy and fed them, preventing them from making further damage... The Franciscan St. Francis of Solano, apostle and patron of South America, successfully prevented the ants from troubling the sick and devouring the food in the infirmary of the monastery of Lima, which had been infested. 

“Birds also acknowledge the gentle control of saintliness. Every day for 60 days in a row, a raven brought half a loaf of bread to the hermit St. Paul, doubling the ration when he received a visit from St. Anthony.

“The birds flocked around St. Francis of Solano and perched on his head, shoulders and arms in silence, listening to his exhortations and singing the Creator’s goodness. On his death, many of them, in mid winter, flocked around singing at the window of his cell. The chirping of the swallows disturbed the calm of the Blessed Francis of Fabriano, while he was in church giving oration. He told them to go away, and they left without coming back for a whole year. According to the legend of St. Ambrose, a swarm of bees came to land on him, while he was still a baby in his cot, preferring his lips in a presage of his future eloquent saintliness. An analogous prodigy is referred by the Spanish traditions in favour of St. Isidor of Seville. St. Rosa of Lima’s room was always full of mosquitoes, which flew around without ever biting her. In the morning and the evening the saint invited them to join her to praise God, which they did with a general harmonious humming. When St. Rosa gave the signal in the evening to be quiet they were all silent until morning”.

As far as a Christian mentality is concerned, the Sufism could prove to be more acceptable and convergent for many aspects, and more questionable for others. This is what appears to be very clear on reading the whole volume of the Tabaqat. This does not, however, exclude that the saintliness of Islam is potentially open to Christianity and, on the contrary, is destined to open itself up to it in an increasingly better manner, even insofar as it manages to free itself of many prejudices and qualms which tend to close off the Islamic community into itself. 

How many important things would a Muslim learn by a more direct contact with our tradition! And how many could we learn from him! Above all in the attitude towards the one God, the intensity of the sense of the sacred and the religious emotion that one can experience before the majesty of God, before His tremendous mystery. I will limit myself here to mentioning two examples taken from the book of Sha’rani.

Abu Hafs ‘Omar ibn Salim al-Haddad “when he heard God’s name he experienced such a strong emotion that all those present noticed it”.
Ali Zein al-Abidin “in performing his ablution he grew wan. He was asked the reason why and he answered: ‘Do you not therefore know, in the presence of Whom I am about to appear?’… When he went on pilgrimage to the Mecca, he pronounced the [ritual] words ‘Lord, here I am to You!’ and then fainted”.
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